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meaning that human observers were also there on a regu-
lar basis. Second, because Psydrax trees are relatively 
short with sparse canopies, it was easy for the observer to 
notice the dead body. We may not have been able to notice 
the remains if a higher and denser-canopied tree were in-
volved or in a place less frequented by the chimpanzees. 
In such cases, we cannot solve the disappearances of 
infants. This dilemma poses the distinct possibility that 
arboreal deaths may be more common than we know.
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INTRODUCTION
Despite more than 50 years of research on wild chim-

panzees, there has been no record of encounters between 
them and aardvarks (Orycteropus afer). The habitats of 
aardvarks are distributed widely in sub-Saharan Africa 
and cover most of the narrower habitats of chimpanzees 
(Lindsey et al. 2008). However, aardvarks are typically 
nocturnal, foraging for termites, ants, and larvae at night, 
while chimpanzees are typically diurnal, hence the lack of 
recorded encounters between the two species.

This study reports the first two recorded observations 
of the rare event of chimpanzees encountering aardvark 
carcasses, which occurred within 1 month. This provides 
valuable insight on two topics.

The first topic is the reaction of chimpanzees to non-
conspecific carcasses. The observations provide a variety 
of clues about chimpanzees’ emotional traits and their 
cognition of potential dangers such as predation and ill-
ness. Several studies (Teleki 1973; Boesch 1991; Hosaka 
et al. 2000) reported that chimpanzees showed intense 
emotions of fear and confusion toward dead bodies of 
mature members belonging to the same unit-group. Early, 
harsh “wraa” calls and late, feeble “huu” calls (Goodall 
1986) seem to be typically expressed during such encoun-
ters. The same calls are emitted when chimpanzees see or 
hear large carnivores such as leopards (Panthera pardus) 
and lions (Panthera leo) (Hiraiwa-Hasegawa et al. 1986; 
Tsukahara 1993).

The second topic is the scavenging tendency of chim-
panzees. Watts (2008) reviewed published cases of scav-
enging by wild chimpanzees and argued that chimpanzees 
avoid scavenging because fresh carcasses are rare in the 
forest and chimpanzees may not recognize certain species 
as potential prey, whereas Mahale chimpanzees sporadi-
cally scavenged fresh carcasses of their prey species, such 
as bushbuck (Tragelaphus scriptus), killed and cached 
by leopards (Hasegawa et al. 1983; Hosaka et al. 2001). 
In contrast, several reports (e.g. Boesch & Boesch 1989; 
Hirata et al. 2001) suggest that the western chimpanzees 
do not eat mammals absent from their prey species list 
at the respective study sites; they did not consume a blue 
duiker (Cephalophus monticola) or a western tree hyrax 
(Dendrohyrax dorsalis) accidentally captured and killed, 
but only toyed with them. 

METHODS
Observations of wild chimpanzees (M-group) were 
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made in the Mahale Mountains National Park, Tanzania, 
on August 17 and September 4, 2005. Audiovisual data 
from video tapes and field notes taken by the authors were 
analyzed to obtain a sequence of events.

Sympatric aardvarks have never been studied in de-
tail but their nocturnal activities were observed in some 
camera-trap studies (Moyer 2006; Nakamura, personal 
communication). 

OBSERVATIONS
1. August 17, 2005.

At approximately 0930 h, just before moving to for-
age, a group of chimpanzees encountered a dead aardvark 
that appeared to be a subadult female (>30 kg) in the leafy 
bush near the river junction of the Manya and the Kasoje. 
Initially, several individuals, including OR (adolescent 
male) and SY (adult female), emitted “wraa” calls so 
harshly that others going eastward turned back westward 
to reach the site. All 21 individuals in the foraging group 
gathered at the site.

Although there was a diversity of responses among 
individual chimpanzees, there were some tendencies ob-
served for age–sex classes (Table 1). Adolescent males 
showed the highest intensity and ambiguity in their re-
sponses. OR, who emitted “wraa” calls most often, would 
not approach the carcass and remained still on a tree ap-
proximately 20 m distant. Three other adolescent males, 
PR, CD, and MC, boldly approached the carcass, and in-
spected it thoroughly, sometimes touching it. Similar ex-
plorative behaviors were rare among other age–sex indi-
viduals, although three adult/adolescent females touched 
the carcass. Other individuals, including four adult males, 
approached to watch the carcass and stayed for a while 
without emotional confusion.

At approximately 1030 h, their emotional reactions 
gradually subsided, with a sporadic production of “huu” 
calls. At 1045 h, the last remaining individual, GW (old 
female), left the site.

Evidently, not a single individual attempted to taste 
the carcass meat.

The aardvark was presumed to have been freshly 
killed by a leopard, a couple of hours before being en-
countered. There were many fresh claw wounds on the 
surface of the body (Figure 1). A large fatal open wound 
was observed on the chest and some meat had been eaten 
by the killer. Fresh blood remained wet. Only a few flies 
had reached the body. Later in the afternoon, one of the 
authors (E.I.) went back to the site to find that the carcass 
had disappeared. We presume that the leopard had re-
turned to the carcass after the chimpanzees and research-
ers had left the site, and removed it. According to Bailey 
(1990), a leopard will not move far from a cached carcass, 
often concealing itself and resting in the vicinity, so as to 
return to feed when its appetite is renewed. 

2. September 4, 2005.
At approximately 1300 h, in arid bush near the sun-

exposed, dry bed of the Ikola River, chimpanzees encoun-
tered another aadvark carcass; this one was foul-smelling 
and putrid. There was no indication as to the cause of 
death. It appeared to have been dead for 4 or 5 days. No 
“wraa” calls were heard (Table 1). Several individuals 
emitted “huu” calls as they walked in single file toward 
the carcass, but most of them passed the carcass without 
close inspection. Only three of 26 individuals— CD, OS 
(juvenile male), and LZ (juvenile female)—made a detour 
to inspect the carcass. Only CD touched the carcass. The 
two juveniles (OS and LZ) showed intense, ambiguous 
emotions, reflecting curiosity and fear toward the carcass, 
repetitively approaching and retreating.

Threatening behaviors toward the carcass were ob-
served in this case only. The chimpanzees sometimes ap-
proached the carcass to inspect it and attempted to repel 
flies by shaking their hands (Table 1). The two juveniles 
would rush away each time they threatened the carcass.

Neither of them attempted to bite the carcass or eat 
any meat.

DISCUSSION
As Hosaka et al. (2000) have suggested, there is no 

Figure 1. The carcass of an aardvark found on August 17, 2005. Claw wounds on the body surface and a large 
 bloody laceration on the chest were so fresh that it was presumed to have been killed by a leopard a 
 couple of hours earlier.
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substantial difference in chimpanzee responses when they 
encounter conspecific or non-conspecific dead bodies. 
They show emotions by emitting “wraa” calls or “huu” 
calls. They approach, watch, sniff, and touch the carcass 
for inspection, while they are ready to run away from the 
carcass with a slight stimulus or none. It seems plausible 
that these behaviors reflect “general curiosity” in wild 
chimpanzees. Unusual or unfamiliar objects often mo-
tivate an animal’s explorative behavior, since it may be 
adaptive in learning of risks and dangers. Fear arises at 
the same time and motivates the animal’s retreat because 
the explored objects may be risky or dangerous to it.

However, two differences may be noticed in chim-
panzees’ responses when they encounter the carcasses 
of either familiar conspecific or non-conspecific mam-
mals. First, chimpanzees did not show as much curiosity 
about the putrid non-conspecific carcass (this study) as 
they showed about a putrid conspecific carcass (Hosaka 
et al. 2000). The identity of the carcass and the long-term 
relationships with the dead individual may have affected 
their responses to a certain degree. Second, chimpanzees 
showed more curiosity about the fresh non-conspecific 
carcass (this study) than they showed about the fresh car-
cass of a conspecific animal that died from a respiratory 
disease (Hosaka et al. 2000). Cause of death may have 
motivated different responses. If chimpanzees find a car-
cass freshly killed by a leopard, this may motivate them 
to be alert and to explore it for more information about the 
predator.

Finally, this study provided valuable information as to 
the stenophagous nature of chimpanzee meat-eating hab-
its. Ihobe (1993) insisted that chimpanzees are stenopha-
gous meat-eaters in contrast to humans, who have evolved 
as euryphagous meat-eaters after acquiring a “prey im-
age” for any type of mammal meat and beginning to rely 
on a “scavenging life” in savannah (Speth 1989). 

It is likely that chimpanzees did not eat the fresh 
aardvark carcass simply because they had no prey image 
for this nocturnal mammal that they would not normally 
encounter during their ranging in the daytime. It seems 
easier for chimpanzees to develop a prey image for diur-
nal mammals (e.g. arboreal monkeys), with which they 
have a high encounter rate (Uehara 1997; Hosaka et al. 
2001).
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At Bossou, located 4 k m west of the Nimba 
Mountains representing the only World Natural Heritage 
site (UNESCO/MAB) in Guinea, a group of chimpan-
zees has been studied for the past 39 years (Matsuzawa 
et al. 2011). The Bossou chimpanzees, which currently 
number nine individuals, have coexisted over many gen-
erations with the local Manon people in the village. Due 
to the lack of female immigration since the beginning of 




